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1. Introduction 
This study will look at the changing circumstances of corporate in-house 
English training in connection with the unexpected outbreak of Novel 
Coronavirus, or COVID-19 hereafter, in the early 2020. It will also explore the 
possibility for the English language to remain as a lingua franca, or an 
international common language, in the context of global business during the 
2020s and beyond. By discussing the changing expectation of corporate in-
house English trainers’ roles, this study will shed light on how the symbolic 
value of the English language is changing.  
The first score of the 21st century witnessed the burgeoning interest in using 
the English language as a lingua franca in various kinds of business context. 
The author’s previous papers (e.g., Sato 2014, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019) 
investigated how English is recognised and thus used as a lingua franca in the 
sphere of global business in Japan from a multitude of angles. The author also 
produced some intercultural training coursebooks based on this linguistic 
epistemology (for more information, see Sato et al., 2020, Sato et al., 
forthcoming).  
These attempts, however, presupposed that English would remain a lingua 
franca in face-to-face interaction between speakers of English as a second 
language (L2). Nevertheless, the unexpected outbreak of COVID-19 drastically 
changed the situation. Today, human beings are required to keep a social 
distance from each other in order to control the widespread of the infectious 
virous. Hence, human beings face the challenge to change, or more precisely 
accommodate, the communication styles accordingly. In this situation, people’s 
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perception of English as a de facto lingua franca is also subject to change.  
To delineate this changing sociolinguistic situation, this study chooses two 
in-service corporate English trainers working with Japanese companies as 
informants; one is a Canadian monolingual speaker of English, and the other 
is Japanese-American who is a compound bilingual speaker of English and 
Japanese. By looking at these two first language (L1) speakers of English 
experiencing some changing circumstances in Japan, I will address, albeit not 
comprehensively, how people’s perception of the roles of English as a lingua 
franca is changing. Furthermore, I will investigate how the introduction of 
digital communication media, including machine translation services and 
remote meeting systems, which can potentially replace and/or supplement the 
conventional linguistic communication, can potentially contribute to the 
establishment of a new normal in the sphere of English-speaking business 
communication. To being with, I will summarise some relevant discussion of 
the linguistic epistemology of English as a lingua franca. 
2. What is English as a lingua franca? 
English has established itself as the de facto lingua franca, or the 
international standard language in fact, in the context of global business 
nowadays. David Crystal, a renowned British linguist, explained that the 
English language became the de facto lingua franca because it happened to be 
“in the right place at the right time” (Crystal, 2003, p.120). Some even argued 
that the language’s demographic importance, in the sense of post-colonialism, 
played a significant role to make it (at least recognised as) a lingua franca 
(Phillipson, 1992, 2009). Others also stated that the number of L2 speakers of 
English already greatly surpasses that of its L1 speakers (Graddol, 2006, 2010). 
Apparently, the time to view L1 speakers as the pragmatic standard of the 
practical use of English appears to be nearing the end. 
In today’s world, a myriad of people perceive the need for intercultural 
communication with people from different linguistic backgrounds. The possible 
origin of intercultural communication is documented in the Holy Bible. 
According to the episode, human beings in the past tried to build the Tower of 
Babel in order to reach heaven for arguably self-congratulatory reasons. God 
looked at the situation and punished the human beings by destroying the 
Tower of Babel and at the same time separating the individuals’ languages. As 
a result, human beings lost the means of communication and ended up giving 
up the construction of the tower after all as they were unable to communicate 
their ideas with each other any more. 
In recent years, however, human beings appear to have retrieved the shared 





namely, English as a lingua franca. In this paper, I will consistently use the 
term English as a lingua franca in order to refer to the status of the English 
language as the internationally recognised standard language. Lingua franca, 
literally meaning the Frank Language, also has the metaphorical connotation 
when applied to discuss the status of the English language. The Frank 
Language reportedly evolved itself while absorbing the lexico-grammatical 
items of its surrounding languages. English also followed a similar path of 
linguistic evolution according to some linguists. The term English as a lingua 
franca thus arguably refers to the use of the English language by its L2 
speakers with some foreigner prosodic and lexico-grammatical characteristics 
included. In today's world, people often use different kinds of English as a 
means of international collaboration. In this sense, human beings, though they 
did not seem to speak it while constructing the Tower of Babel, finally retrieved 
their common language, or English as a lingua franca. 
Many educators look at the positive aspects of English being a lingua franca. 
Nevertheless, some intellectuals pointed out its negative aspects. For example, 
Nerriere and Hon (2009), who wrote the rulebook of Globish, issued a warning. 
They argued, while referring to the story of the Tower of Babel, the global level 
spread of the English language can paradoxically lead to further conflict as it 
increases the chance for human being to interact diversely. Some linguists also 
sarcastically discuss that some educators may be so optimistic about the use of 
L2 English for more effective and smooth international collaboration that they 
somewhat overlook its downside. For example, Phillipson (2009) indicated that 
the probability for some undiscovered infectious diseases to widespread may 
rise as a result of English getting more globally widespread. 
Unfortunately, the year 2020 witnessed that their prediction turned out to 
be correct, and we evidently face this challenge even today. Phillipson (2009) 
also pointed out that English, the made-up lingua franca, may someday have 
people recognise its theoretical fallacy, and the subsequent miscommunication 
may end up destroying human beings themselves. He even sarcastically 
labelled the language as a lingua frankesteinia, in line with Mary Shelly’s 
novel, Frankenstein.  
English, which happened to be “in the right place at the right time” (Crystal, 
2003, p.120) to be a lingua franca, now allows us global-level communication. 
This sociolinguistic condition hence may have contributed more or less to the 
global-level widespread of novel infectious virus. Some may even say the 
current situation of COVID-19 represents what the Holy Bible implied and we 
human beings may now be experiencing God’s punishment for our arrogance to 
retrieve the common language and redo what we failed in doing. Thus, we linguists 
must look at the current situation and think whether English can/should still 
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remain a lingua franca in today’s world based on a global scale judgement. 
3. Changing circumstances 
An increasing number of global businesspeople now reportedly experience 
difficult challenges as a result of COVID-19, as of December 2020, which 
restricted human beings’ activities. People are not allowed to deal with 
borderless transaction as much as they used to. In Japan, for example, the 
nationwide alert was issued, and a myriad of people were forced to telework, 
instead of commuting to work, in order to safeguard the public health. Remote 
meeting systems, such as Zoom, WebEx, Google Meet and Microsoft Teams, 
were reportedly introduced and employed in many Japanese companies as a 
venue of online business interaction. Japanese society, though it has been 
deemed conservative and was notorious for its slow-paced change, was thus 
subject to rapid social metamorphosis (Sato, Nakatake, Taniguchi & Satake, 
2020).  
Our common sense suggests that, despite the increasing popularity of using 
digital communication media, relying heavily on verbal communication via 
remote meeting systems is deemed not sufficient to communicate globally on 
business. In order to supplement, people realised the importance of using 
multimodal communication channels, such as emoticons, text-based chat 
function, and visual aids. In addition to that supplementary media of digital 
communication, many people also began to rely on the use of machine 
translation, or AI-based auto-translation, when communicating in their second 
language or foreign language, according to a survey administered by 
Newsweek in March, 2020.  
The author also conducted a small-scale survey in a couple of Japanese 
globalising companies about the use of machine translation specifically for the 
purposes of business communication. As a result, some employees responded 
that they rely on machine translation to handle English-written emails form 
their business counterparts. They also stated that they often use machine 
translation for their in-house communication too, particularly when their non-
Japanese speaking colleagues in their foreign branch offices are involved. 
According to the respondent, people tend to write comments and/or messages 
not in their shared communication code, or English as a lingua franca, but in 
their own first languages. The recipients are expected to use machine 
translation on their end to understand and react to what was written. It is not 
too much to say that machine translation plays a role as a lingua franca in a 
metaphorical sense. 
One potential merit to employ machine translation for the aforementioned 





result of the undesirable use of the speakers’ incompetent second and/or foreign 
language(s). The use of machine translation is gradually becoming more 
normalised nowadays, which garners the attention of applied linguists. The 
use of machine translation when communicating in second/foreign languages 
will become more indispensable along with the rapid on-going globalisation 
and digitalisation. One respondent of this study, which will be illustrated later, 
observes this situation to take place in the company he works with. According 
to my observation, using machine translation as a part of message-delivery is 
apparently becoming more popular. Besides, many Japanese companies 
encourage their employees to use machine translation more often for the 
purposes of global business communication. 
As the medium of communication is changing, the English communication 
training content is also subject to change. The author has been tackling the 
issues of corporate in-house English training as a part of global Human 
Resources development in Japanese companies (e.g, Sato, 2014, 2017, 2018a, 
2019, 2020a) as his research topics. The reality anticipates that the need for 
employees to acquire English competence for business communication may 
decline along with the above-mentioned social metamorphosis. Hence, the need 
for corporate trainers to teach English for general purposes may also naturally 
decline.  
This study, as an initial attempt to understand the changing need for 
corporate training and trainers in Japanese companies, will identify what 
disequilibrium the corporate trainers are experiencing now during this 
pandemic period in order to seek possible re-equilibrium. Because of the 
exploratory nature of this study, I do not wish to generalise any of the research 
findings of this paper. Researchers are therefore advised to carefully consider 
their own research context when deciding whether or not to apply the current 
research findings to their studies. 
4. Case studies 
In this section, I will refer to the real voices I retrieved from corporate 
language consultant working with Japanese companies. They claimed that 
they often taught English for general communication purposes to trainees in 
many Japanese companies before COVID-19 resulted. 
(1) About the informants and the data elicitation procedure 
The first informant is a Canadian male mostly working with Japanese 
engineering companies. He provides English training and intercultural 
communication training, including effective business presentation skills in 
English. The second informant is a Japanese-American male. He is a bilingual 
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speaker of English and Japanese. He mainly teaches English and is also 
involved in language consulting at municipal offices in the Tokyo area. Both 
informants have been working in this language consulting industry for 
approximately 15 years.  
The data for this study were elicited through the author’s longitudinal 
involvement with these above two participants. When conducting oral 
interviews, a non-structured interview approach was employed, and the 
interviews were scheduled on an irregular basis and administered by using a 
remote meeting system to prevent possible virus infection to result. 
(2) First example: A Canadian male 
The first informant responded that he felt the need to change his working 
styles in the early 2020 due to the unexpected outbreak of COVID-19. The 
Japanese government declared the nationwide state of emergency in April 
2020, and as a result, the self-quarantine was (not legally forced but) strongly 
encouraged to safeguard the public health. Hence, the first informant 
confronted the challenge of continuing his conventional commuting to provide 
his language consulting services on site. To compensate for the loss which he 
incurred as a result of this self-quarantine, he began to offer more of his 
English proofreading services, his used-to-be-side-line business, according to 
my personal interview with him.  
Initially, he was expecting his clients to request him to check their own 
English-written documents, including company newsletters or meeting 
minutes written in English. In reality, however, he was assigned to check the 
quality of some machine-translated English documents. For example, he was 
asked to look at the machine-translated English newsletters and to proofread 
the document by comparing it with the original Japanese text. Obviously, 
companies in general would hesitate to let an external language consultant 
look at their confidential documents to avoid information leakage.  
The informant observes that the above decision-making (i.e., requesting him 
to check the newsletter) is considered natural and ethical enough. According 
to his observation, the company is now at the phase to check the service quality 
of machine translation with the aid of the informant. They will eventually rely 
more on the machine translation when dealing with the translation of their 
confidential documents when they find the translation quality adequate for 
them. In the meantime, the company will arguably continue to rely on his 
translation proofreading services. 
In addition to that, he also offers English conversation trainings while using 
a remote meeting system. To do so, he shifted his training focuses from effective 





of machine translation as a language assisting tool. The fact that he still 
successfully goes with this new normal business style and is able to make his 
living suggests that this online job is moderately demanded. Besides, there is 
little possibility for his conventional face-to-face work to come back to him very 
soon. Hence, he will probably rely more on this new proofreading services as 
well as online training in the next few years. 
(3) Second example: A Japanese-American male 
The second informant is a Japanese-American male with the compound 
bilingual competence of Japanese and English. He had been constantly 
engaged in the corporate in-house English training in several Tokyo-based 
Japanese globalising companies for approximately 15 years before the 2020 
pandemic. He mainly worked with Japanese municipal offices as a corporate 
trainer and provided his language consulting services while utilising himself 
being bilingual/bicultural as his unique education resources. 
When the outbreak of COIVD-19 resulted, he was requested not to come to 
work to do the face-to-face interactive trainings and to replace them with 
online training so as to safeguard the public health. In an attempt to establish 
his new normal, he began to offer English-Japanese translation services for 
local community communication purposes to earn his living.  
The municipal offices he has been working with found him being 
bilingual/bicultural of great value and requested him to translate some 
documents into English. Unlike the first informant of this study, he was not 
asked to check the machine-translated English documents; rather, he was 
asked to look at their own documents, including the publicly open information 
and designated application forms, and to translate them into English. Unlike 
the first informant, he was not directly asked to check the machine translated 
documents, though the municipal offices he worked with should apparently 
utilise and rely on the technology. 
He commented that his clients highly appreciated his services largely 
because of him being bilingual/bicultural. My interview suggested that his 
translation services deal with intercultural logic translation. He referred to an 
example of English-translated subtitle of a Japanese movie when talking about 
what exactly he does in his translation services, as is shown below: 
 
Excerpt 1: 
Tatoeba aru nihon eiga no serihu ni “sugoki mono” tteiu no ga arun dake 
do, sorega eigo ni yakusareta toki ni “a horrible man” tte natte te. Soko 
ni wa, sono hito ga “sugoki mono” tteiu serihu ni kometa sonke toka 
ihunonen toka ga zenbu habukare te, tada “a horrible man” tte natteru 
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noni, ore toshite wa chotto iwakan ga atta wake. [For example, in a 
Japanese movie, one character said “sugo ki mono” which is translated 
as “a horrible man” in its English subtitle. I think in this translation the 
sense of respect or formidableness has been lost, and I found it a bit 
weird.] (excerpted from my fieldnote retrieved on December 31st, 2020) 
 
He stated that he would want to address this cultural aspect to distinguish 
his service from others. According to his anecdote, the municipal offices found 
him so useful not only as a language consultant, but also as a translator with 
proper understanding of both cultures. 
(4) The implications of these two cases 
Both informants faced the challenging situation where they were no longer 
able to continue their conventional face-to-face interactive working styles in 
Japan. To compensate for the loss they incurred, they began to go with 
translation services in different ways, let alone online trainings by using a 
teleconference system. The first informant provided proofreading on the 
machine-translated English documents to check the quality, whereas the 
second informant offered man-powered translation with his intercultural logic 
translation involved.  
I interpret that this difference between these two cases resulted from the 
contextual differences. General companies are in pursuit of profit-making and 
thus they hesitated to disclose any confidential information even to their 
trusted consultant. In addition, the company apparently tried to invest in 
future by checking the quality of machine translation. On the contrary, as was 
seen in the second case, the civil service with bureaucratic characteristics was 
expected to release their information and make it open to public in theory. 
Therefore, the bilingual/bicultural consultant was highly appreciated as 
desirable linguistic human resources. The organisation tried to invest in 
present, not in future, to deal with the current problems they faced. 
5. For further corporate training curriculum development 
As the first case indicated, an increasing number of Japanese companies 
started to rely on machine-assisted translation as their linguistic resources 
more, because of its cost-effective nature. It is also found feasible and practical 
to use machine translation in business, rather than translating the documents 
on their own by spending a long time, the quality of which seems questionable 
to themselves. At the same time, general companies would rather choose 
machine translation than man-powered translation by hiring external 





of unnecessary information leakage. As regards the documents with 
disclosable information, they would rather machine-translate them and then 
hire some qualified translator to check the legitimacy. In contrast, in municipal 
offices where more information disclosure is expected, the officers will value 
man-powered translation by a bilingual/bicultural figure who could take 
detailed intercultural understanding into consideration. In both cases, people 
would avoid the direct use of English as a lingua franca. They would rather 
choose to go with English with the L1 standard in order to avoid possible 
miscommunication resulting from the use of de-standardised varieties of 
English. But at the same time, the fact that these companies still continue to 
conduct corporate in-house English training online suggests that the value of 
English as a lingua franca has not completely relinquished yet.  
In Japanese companies, the use of machine translation for business 
communication purposes is becoming more common, and it appears to be 
accelerated along with the outbreak of COVID-19. For the intra-organisational 
communication, purely machine-translated documents are considered 
acceptable. However, where information disclosure is expected, machine-
translated documents are expected to experience proofreading for a quality 
check before publication. To do so, linguistic human resources with L1 
competence of English are highly appreciated, as the first example suggested.  
As the second example suggested, the machine translation, though it is 
deemed useful, has its potential limitations. For instance, some important 
cultural nuances can be lost in translation. In this situation, some human 
resources with multicultural or multilingual competence are appreciated as 
language consultants for proper information-delivery. The aforementioned two 
informants of this study, who used to be nothing more than corporate in-house 
English trainers, most often for general English-speaking purposes, are now 
expected to function for more business specific purposes as well. 
In recent years, an increasing number of Japanese companies tried to utilise 
external resources to proceed with their globalisation, and one effective way is 
to administer corporate in-house English trainings tied up with language 
consulting companies (Sato, 2014, 2017). It was advised, however, their 
internal multicultural human resources should be better included in designing 
the corporate training curriculum (Sato, 2018a) in an assumption that machine 
translation would eventually substitute the external linguistic human 
resources. Those involved in human resources development are thus 
encouraged to explore the future possibility of corporate in-house English 
training in the context of globalisation in Japan. This study provided further 
insights into how to better include those linguistic human resources with more 
specific functions as a part of globalisation strategies in Japanese companies. 
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This study looked at two specific cases where corporate in-house English 
trainers are now gradually recognised and utilised as linguistic human 
resources to deal with translation-related services. The above analysis 
indicated that machine translation could replace English as a lingua franca, 
though in a metaphorical sense, in today’s world. My experience both as a 
corporate trainer and a college teacher suggested that senior language 
teachers tend to discourage students to use machine translation especially at 
the beginning stage of their learning, as it will intuitively deprive them of their 
important thinking and learning opportunities.  
However, now the use of machine translation in business context is gradually 
becoming taken for granted. Hence, teaching them how to include the use of it 
effectively when proceeding with business communication in English is a more 
realistic idea from an educational point of view, instead of non-critically 
deterring its use. Corporate trainers are advised to think positively about 
organising workshops to demonstrate how to learn/use English effectively 
while utilising machine translation as a supplementary apparatus of 
communication, just like the use of dictionaries. 
In addition to the effective use of machine translation, corporate trainers 
might also want to think of the use of a remote meeting system as a basis of 
future business communication. Some may predict that remote meeting 
systems will be equipped with machine translation functions in the near future, 
so people will be in less need for using English as a lingua franca very 
practically. However, when it comes to simultaneous interactive use of English, 
the machine translation today cannot help translate people’s utterances 
grammatically precisely, pragmatically appropriately and dramatically 
sufficiently. Those involved in corporate training are thus expected to design 
future curricula to better meet the need of a new normal. In this light, Sato et 
al. (forthcoming) proposed some training content based on online 
communication media. One example is to teach/coach how to effectively 
communicate in English online while diminishing the loss of information-
delivery by utilising contextually available communicative resources. Another 
is to teach/coach how to deliver presentations in English in which video-editing 
skills can come into play. Now, online video is widely considered as an effective 
means of information-delivery, especially for pedagogical purposes (Sato, 
2020b). Researchers are advised to cast an eye on the changing circumstances 
for further development of corporate in-house training as a part of global 
human resources development. 
6. Conclusion 





change to our normal life. In establishing a new normal, a myriad of Japanese 
companies decided to go with teleworking so as to safeguard the public health. 
In this new normal, machine translation came to be employed more often than 
before; not only as a means of literal translation, but also as an alternative way 
to sustain communication between/among people with different cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds. Some would even deliver information in their own L1 
in an expectation that their counterparts would machine-translate the sent 
message on their own end.  
In this situation, the presence of English as mutual L2, or a lingua franca, 
is gradually becoming weaker, as people will place less value on the practical 
competence of the use of L2 English. Paradoxically, however, when it comes to 
official information disclosure, people still appear to place as much value on 
the use of English language as a de facto lingua franca as they used to, perhaps 
because of its symbolic value. In a sense, the linguistic imperialism 
epistemology of the English language, as Phillipson (1992) argued, may still 
linger.  
As was represented in the aforementioned two cases, the L1 standard of the 
use of English, particularly when it comes to literacy, may be taking place now 
as people must often base their communication on documented materials. For 
example, organisational official announcement, meeting minutes and emails 
will be arguably written in English, as they are salient means to disclose public 
information while safeguarding the public health. In this regard, further 
research will be called for to explore more deeply about to what extent such 
English literacy is practically demanded and thus what kind of corporate in-
house English training is needed to help foster necessary business English 
literacy. 
In conclusion, few would claim that the power of English as a lingua franca 
was completely lost in today’s world, because of the social metamorphosis, 
including the use of machine translation, resulting from the outbreak of 
COVID-19. As the above two cases suggested, the standardisation of telework 
and the use of machine translation for business purposes may apparently 
change people’s expectation on the roles of corporate in-house English training 
and the trainers. For corporate trainees, learning content based on the idea of 
English for specific purposes, not for general purposes, will come into more 
play in this difficult time. Finally, I would hereby declare that the discussion 
of this study based on the limited two cases can be by no means generalisable. 
Besides, the everchanging social circumstances today will make it more 
difficult to help researchers of this discipline guarantee the generalisability of 
their discussions. Researchers are thus advised to tackle this topic from a 
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